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ABSTRACT How would you decide on the quality of a higher education institution? Would you (1)
ask the academic registrar (or equivalent); (2) look up the most recent quality audit report; or (3)
contact the teaching staff directly to discuss their perceptions about the quality of the services
provided in their institution? While there is no one correct answer to the above question, the proposi-
tion underpinning the empirical research reported in this paper is: If you really want to know about
quality in higher education, then ask those closest to the student-academic interface—the academics
or the students. This paper focuses on the former. Using a postal survey, the views of accounting
academics from 39 Australian universities about quality in accounting education were investigated
from two perspectives—beliefs (what is currently occurring) and attitudes (what ought to be
occurring). The findings suggest differences in those beliefs and attitudes, and an overall view that
quality in accounting education has declined over recent years.
Keywords: Defining quality; academic perceptions; quality in accounting education
Introduction
After a recent teaching quality seminar, a colleague forwarded me the following, as a
humorous joke. 
Teaching accounting in 1960
A logger sells a truckload of timber for $100. The cost of production is 4 / 5 of the
price. What is the profit?
Teaching accounting in 1970
A logger sells a truckload of timber for $100. The cost of production is 4 / 5 of the
price, or $80. What is the profit?
Teaching accounting in 1980
A logger sells a truckload of timber for $100. The cost of production is $80 and the
profit is $20. Your assignment: Underline the number 20.
Teaching accounting in 1990
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By cutting down beautiful trees, the logger makes $20. What do you think of this
way of making a living? Topic for class participation after answering the question:
How did the wildlife in the bush feel as the logger cut down the trees? (There are
no wrong answers.)
Teaching accounting in 2000
A logger sells a truckload of timber for $100. The cost of production is $120. How
does the accountant arrive at a profit margin of $60?
While I was able to raise a wry smile at this humorous account, two questions came to
mind. Has the quality of accounting education changed? Says who?
A Stakeholder Perspective of Quality
Various methods of defining or categorizing ways of thinking about quality have evolved in
the literature. One particular approach that has gained prominence is referred to as ‘the
stakeholder approach’. This approach recognises the potential for a number of different
perspectives of quality to be defined in the higher education environment. These perspectives
reflect the views of a variety of stakeholders who, it is claimed, have legitimate authority to
voice their perspectives (Vroeijenstijn, 1990, 1992; Middlehurst, 1992).
Vroeijenstijn (1995) concludes that quality is in the eye of the beholder and any definition
of quality must take into account the views of various stakeholders. For example, govern-
ments may consider quality as represented by attrition rates, throughput and pass/fail
percentages; the profession may view quality as the skills and attributes developed during
the period of study; students may consider the concept with reference to their individual
development and preparation for a position in society; and academics may define quality as
knowledge transfer, good academic training and a good learning environment (Vroeijen-
stijn, 1995, p. 60).
Definitions of quality were discussed further by Harvey and Green (1993) in their paper
titled ‘Defining quality’. The authors contend that ‘this is not a different perspective on the
same thing but different perspectives on different things with the same label’ (p. 10). The
categories or perspectives of quality are discrete but interrelated ways of thinking about
quality and provide a definition of quality that recognizes multiple stakeholder
perspectives. Quality can be viewed as: exceptional, perfection (or consistency), fitness for
purpose, value for money or transformation (Harvey & Green, 1993).
The framework provided by Harvey and Green (1993) is a rigorous attempt to clarify how
various stakeholders view quality. These five categories of quality, modified in some
instances, have since been referred to and/or employed as a framework for research and
discussion around stakeholder conceptions of quality in higher education in a number of
disciplines including physiotherapy (Clouder, 2000) and geography (Johnson, 1994;
Chalkley, 1998).
In this current research, the Harvey and Green (1993) model is applied to an account-
ing context in higher education. Using a modified Harvey and Green model, Lomas
(2002) surveyed senior managers in UK universities (pro-vice chancellors, vice-
principals, deans and academic registrars) when investigating their perspectives of qual-
ity. The category omitted from the model was perfection/consistency. Lomas (2002)
justified the omission on the basis that perfection, as defined by Harvey and Green
(1993), is about flawless consistency of a product or service—a definition akin to that
employed using a total quality management (TQM) framework of zero defects. Clearly,
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
3:
22
 1
7 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
Want to Know About Quality in Higher Education? 293
he argues, higher education is not in the business of producing like-minded, homoge-
neous graduates.
Attempts to define quality in higher education have resulted in a variety of labels being
attached to the concept, yet similar explanations of the concept are evident. That is, quality
in higher education is about efficiency, high standards, excellence, value for money, fitness
for purpose and/or customer focused.
To a lesser extent, a notion of quality as transformation and/or value added is discussed
in the literature. Harvey (1994) considers this issue by reference to transformation as a
‘meta-quality concept’, possibly operationialised by the other four concepts defined by
Harvey and Green (1993): excellence/high standards, perfection, fitness for purpose and
value for money. However, while acknowledging this potential, Harvey asserts that these
operationalizations are not the ends in themselves but simply part of a notion of quality as
transformation. In a later publication, he suggests: ‘They are, though, inadequate operation-
alizations, often dealing only with marginal aspects of transformative quality and failing to
encapsulate the dialectical process’ (Harvey & Knight, 1996, p. 15).
Quality in Accounting Education
The quality of accounting education has been criticised in global forums since the mid 1980s
(Accounting Education Change Commission, 1990). In Australia, the findings of the
discipline review of accounting education (the Mathews Report, 1989 ) are described as a
‘litany of woe’ by Macve (1992, p. 29), who cites long periods of chronic neglect of the
discipline, inadequate resourcing, discriminatory funding by institutions resulting in the
diversion of resources from the accounting discipline to other disciplines, and increasing
staff–student ratios. In another comment on the Mathews Report, Tippett (1992) appears
equally concerned, referring to the plight of accounting education in Australia.
As global criticism of accounting education continued, accounting educators undertook
research, primarily focused on pedagogic issues of quality, for example, the design, content,
assessment and delivery of accounting education courses and programmes. In particular,
research about teaching methods in accounting education was popular during the 1990s.
This research revolved around the desire to improve the quality of teaching and learning in
universities and, for many disciplines, a body of empirical research is now available to
support this endeavour. However, the effectiveness of this research in affecting significant
and pervasive changes (transformative) in accounting programmes is questioned in a
recent, extensive review of accounting education in the USA (Albrecht & Sack, 2000). Much
of the literature around quality in accounting education, perhaps not surprisingly is focused
on pedagogic issues. As Westerheijden (1999) discussed, quality in higher education is
meaningless unless it linked to a specific higher education process.
Investigating how stakeholders perceive quality, a value-laden concept, is not an easy
task and perhaps explains why little has appeared in the literature around how accounting
academics view quality in accounting education.
Method
A primary aim of this research is to provide findings that are not only of interest to, but attract
the attention of, administrators and policy-makers. In the current higher education context,
this may require reporting research findings in a quantitative format that is more easily
digested by these groups. Mindful of this aim, a postal survey of accounting academics
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
3:
22
 1
7 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
294 K. Watty 
currently working in Australian universities was undertaken in May 2003. For the purpose
of this research, an accounting academic is defined as: an academic currently involved in
accounting education at an Australian university. Responses were received from 231 account-
ing academics from 36 Australian universities. This represents a response rate of 28%.
Analysis of Data
To answer the research question What are accounting academics’ views about quality in account-
ing education? the beliefs and attitudes of respondents about an overall view of quality in
accounting education are considered using the model, developed by Harvey and Green
(1993). Responses were gathered using a 5-point Likert scale (where 1 is ‘strongly disagree’,
2 is ‘disagree’, 3 is ‘neutral’, 4 is ‘agree’ and 5 is ‘strongly agree’).
Comparison of a sample of both response sets (from mail-out 1 and mail-out 2) found
non-response bias to be not significant (five tests from a total of 95 were significant at the 5%
level: p-value range for the five tests which were significant is p = .001 to p = .012).
Seventy-nine (35%) respondents to the survey were female and 150 (66%) were male (two
respondents did not indicate their gender). One hundred and forty respondents (61%) are
aged 45-years and over, and 24 respondents (10%) are aged 34-years and under. These find-
ings are in accordance with the literature that identifies and discusses issues of concern
around the potential impact on university activities as a result of the aging profile of
academics (Knight & Trowler, 2000; Marginson, 2000). One hundred and eighty three
respondents (79%) are academics that have been employed for eight years or more and 219
(97%) of respondents hold full-time positions.
Respondent beliefs (what is) and attitudes (what should) are of particular interest in this
research. When asked how quality in accounting education is currently promoted in their
schools / departments, 70 % of all respondents agreed that quality is promoted as fitness for
purpose (ranked one) and 63% of all respondents agreed that quality is currently promoted
as value for money (ranked two). (See Table 1). Excellence is ranked third with a lower level
of agreement (41%) and transformation fourth with a much lower level of agreement (29%).
TABLE 1. An overall view of quality in accounting education: mean responses (beliefs and attitudes)
BELIEFS ATTITUDES
Mean Rank
Ag/St 
Agree % Mean Rank
Ag/St 
Agree %
1. Fitness for purpose: the product 
or service fits a pre-determined 
purpose, however defined
3.75 1 70% 3.80 2 69%
2. Value for money: quality is 
judged in terms of efficiency and 
effectiveness
3.66 2 63% 3.61 4 65%
3. Excellence: a traditional view of 
quality that is almost unattainable
3.14 3 41% 3.71 3 61%
4. Transformation: a unique, 
individually negotiated process 
between the teacher and the 
learner, where the participant is 
transformed
2.81 4 29% 4.13 1 77%
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Respondents were not asked to choose between the four categories of quality, but to
indicate their levels of agreement/disagreement for each category.
This finding affirms that the adoption and promotion of the fitness for purpose definition
of quality, which is the current definition promoted by a number of stakeholders in the
sector, is the same definition that accounting academics see as currently promoted in their
schools or departments. As a consequence, the findings of this research that it is a fitness-
for-purpose view of quality that currently prevails may not be surprising but is important
nonetheless.
Respondent attitudes to what quality in accounting education should be about, respondent
levels of agreement were less disparate. Transformation ranked first (77% agreement),
fitness for purpose second (69%), excellence third (61% agreement) and value for money
fourth (65% agreement).
Differences in the views of respondents in relation to their beliefs and attitudes about an
overall view of quality in accounting education are evident. In particular, transformation
was ranked first as the approach to quality that ought to characterise accounting education
but as last (4th) in the view of respondents about how quality is currently promoted in their
school or department.
Findings of a lack of engagement with university systems and a mistrust of senior
management’s focus on quality and its assessment and measurement may be explained by
what has been found in this current study. That is, clear differences in the way accounting
academics see aspects of quality promoted in their immediate working environment and
the way they consider quality ought to be viewed and promoted.
Identifying these differences may provide further insights into the research of others who
have highlighted varying behaviours of academics in response to university quality and
quality assurance initiatives (Vidovich, 1998; Trowler, 1998; Newton, 1999).
Further data was gathered to investigate the views of accounting academics about the
quality of the activities and tasks over which they have first-hand experience and
knowledge. They were tasks directly associated with teaching and learning.
Improvements in the Quality of Accounting Education: Current attitudes
In the survey, respondents were asked to ‘reflect upon your most recent academic experi-
ence and respond, based on your own individual perspective about how you judge the
quality of your work’ and to indicate their level of agreement with the following statements.
Over recent years there has been an improvement in the quality of: 
1. The assessment tasks I set.
2. The content of my subject.
3. The dialogue I have with students.
4. The students entering my subject.
5. The students completing my subject.
As in previous questions, a 5-point Likert scale was used. A majority of respondents
agrees that there has been an improvement in the quality of the assessment tasks set (67%),
subject content (72%) and, to a lesser degree, dialogue with students (53%). Only 21% of
respondents agree that there has been an improvement in the quality of students entering
their subjects and 31% agree that there has been an improvement in the quality of students
completing their subject (see Table 2).
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The neutral response percentages for dialogue with students (24%), students entering the
subject (27%) and students completing the subjects (33%) may indicate a high level of
uncertainty among accounting academics on issues of quality to which they have first-hand
exposure. Alternatively, the response might represent a view that quality has not changed.
With this in mind, it interesting to note that for each of these three aspects, the levels of
disagreement are relatively high. In addition, with the high level of resources currently
devoted to ‘quality improvements’ in universities, evidenced, for example, by the creation
of central quality units and pro-vice-chancellors with a direct responsibility for ‘quality’, the
response of ‘no change’ as perceived by those closest to the teaching and learning interface
is of interest.
Open-ended Responses
The analysis above provides evidence of a lack of consistent agreement from accounting
academics about quality improvements in their immediate working environment. This
aspect was further explored in an open-ended question that required respondents to
complete the following statement: 
• In my view, quality in accounting education in my school/department has …
The question was answered by 186 (80.5%) respondents. Further, 178 respondents (77.1%)
provided additional information that identified the major factors contributing to their
views. Responses to this question were reviewed and coded using the following categories:
declined, improved, remained constant and other. (See Table 3: bracketed notations are the
words used by respondents when answering this question.)
Further analysis of the 69 respondent comments coded as ‘other’ showed an overwhelm-
ingly negative response. 35 of the 69 comments indicated that quality is an issue that is not
being currently promoted or pursued in an appropriate or useful manner. Only 14 of the 69
comments were considered as positive responses. The result is that a majority (54%) of
accounting academics thought the quality of accounting education had declined, while 23%
indicated that quality had improved. The details of each of the 14 positive comments and 35
negative comments are detailed in Appendix 1.
Major Factors Affecting Respondent Views of Quality in Accounting Education
A further question provided the opportunity for respondents to offer specific reasons for
their views on quality in accounting education previously articulated. While space was
TABLE 2. Over recent years there has been an improvement in the quality of …
Agree/strongly 
agree % Neutral %
Disagree/strongly 
disagree % Total %
1. Assessment tasks 67 17 16 100
2. Subject content 72 15 13 100
3. Dialogue with students 53 24 23 100
4. Students entering the subject 21 27 52 100
5. Students completing the 
subject
31 33 36 100
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provided for four responses (major factors), some respondents identified more than four
factors and others identified fewer. In total, respondents listed 363 items. A clear pattern
emerged from the grouping of responses.
A total of 110 negative responses, representing 30% of all responses (110/363), were about
staffing and student issues. Responses related to increasing student numbers (particularly
class sizes and increasing international student enrolments) and staffing issues (staff cuts,
overuse of sessional staff, reduced administrative support and, as a result, ‘exhausted’
staff).
There were 58 responses (16% of total responses) that indicated concerns about; funding
and resourcing—inadequate teaching facilities; lack of resources to support international
students; funding for teaching and learning being used to support research; and, funding
not being directed to high revenue disciplines (business)—university funding models.
Thirteen per cent of respondents (n = 47) commented on concerns about the increasing
administrative demands being placed on them that were being experienced as; pressure to
increase throughput; to espouse the ‘political line’ of the university; and, to document
practices and processes (‘form-filling for the sake of it’).
Of the remaining 148 responses, 95 were negative, while 53 were considered of a positive
nature. Two common concerns of respondents who were negative in their comments were
discernible. First, the focus on research over teaching for the purpose of promotion and a
lack of recognition and reward for those academics with a teaching focus. Second, there was
a commonly expressed, negative view of universities focusing on increasing revenues at
any cost and cost cutting at the school / department level.
Challenges of Quality
Quality in higher education is a critical issue because it is at the heart of academic work.
Academics are more likely to participate effectively in quality assurance systems that are
designed to ensure the attributes of quality they deem important (Giertz, 2000). The
research reported in this paper identifies fundamental differences in academics’ views
about how quality is currently promoted and how is should be promoted. These differences
TABLE 3. A summary of responses
Statement
Number of respondents 
first round allocation
% First round 
allocation
% after ‘other’ 
reallocated
1. In my view, quality in accounting 
education has declined (deteriorated, declined, 
fallen, taken a back seat, not improved, 
diminished, decreased, eroded, decreased, 
squeezed out, fallen, suffered).
66 36% 54%
2. In my view, quality in accounting 
education has improved (improved, increased).
28 15% 23%
3. In my view, quality in accounting 
education has remained constant (stayed the 
same, been maintained, remain unchanged, 
continued at a reasonable level).
23 12% 12%
4. In my view, quality in accounting 
education has … other—(various responses).
69 37% 11%
Total 186 100% 100%
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may inform university administrators, who sometimes portray a lack of engagement by
academics in quality assurance systems as reflecting a lack of interest in quality. The
behaviour of academics may reflect their concerns with quality assurance systems that
assess quality as it is currently promoted, rather than quality that should be pursued and
promoted.
The views expressed by the accounting academics who participated in this empirical
research, nation-wide, reveal that as a stakeholder group, quality in accounting education
ought to be about transformation, defined in the questionnaire as: a unique, individually
negotiated process between the teacher and the learner, where the participant is
transformed. Whether this view is accommodated within a fitness-for-purpose definition of
quality, defined in the questionnaire as: ‘the product or service fits a pre-determined
purpose, however defined’, remains open to conjecture.
The challenge for academics, as those in the university closest to the student-academic
interface, is to work towards explicitly stating at every opportunity and, especially in formal
documentation, their transformative view of quality.
A further challenge is for academics in schools/departments to investigate further how
this view might be accommodated in the existing ‘quality as fitness for purpose’ higher
education environment. This statement recognises the legitimate voices of various stake-
holders in accounting education and the potential for a variety of views about quality. The
challenge for policy-makers is that they too recognise the legitimate voices of various stake-
holders, particularly academics, in their discussions about quality improvement and quality
assurance policies for higher education. Where this does not happen, there is a risk for
universities that the large amounts of resources, both human and financial, currently dedi-
cated to quality assurance and quality improvement programmes, result in little more than
an exercise in compliance and form-filling. In this environment, there is potential for scant
attention to be paid to addressing issues that are fundamental to ensuring quality in
accounting education.
Limitations of the Study
When assessments of quality are made, the process and outcomes often reflect the assessors’
view of quality, as much as that of the academic whose programme or course is being
assessed. After all, quality in higher education is a value-laden concept This important
aspect accounts for the primary limitation of this current study using a postal survey
method. Additional and valuable insights about this complex issue would no doubt be
gained as a result of the type of data that might be gathered using face-to-face interviews.
A second limitation of the study relates to the common criticism of self-selection in
response to survey questionnaires. Whether a non-respondent has refused to participate in
the survey or is simply indifferent about the topic under investigation remains open to
conjecture (Zigmund, 2000).
Further Research
Potential reasons for a lack of engagement by academics in quality assurance programmes
at the university level have been highlighted in this research. Additional research at all
levels of the university may enhance an understanding of these issues and their potential
either to engage or to deflect the contributions of academics to the development of effective
quality assurance systems.
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These findings may be used as a basis to develop a more definitive statement about what
constitutes a transformative view of quality in accounting education. As indicated by
respondents to this survey, this view of quality is the view that ought to be promoted. This
statement can then provide the basis for further discussion about the development of
accounting programmes that provide the appropriate educational experience for students
in higher education.
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Appendix 1
Positive
In my view, quality in accounting education in my school / department has: 
1. Been sought after and achieved.
2. Is evolving. Producing graduates with more analytical and problem-solving skills.
3. Better prepares graduates. Producing critical thinkers and awareness of ethical issues.
4. Is increasingly important at all levels of the university.
5. Has become an increasingly important part of the job, with increasing interest among
staff about accounting education and students generally.
6. Is about developing thinking individuals, contributing to a wider community.
7. Of particular interest with a lot more work on improving the curriculum.
8. Promoted as life-long learning, empowering students to be independent and
autonomous.
9. Been developed at a rate in line with individual staff, not a School thing [sic].
10. Always been of prime concern, driven by staff and students.
11. Combines theory and practice which is essential in a business school.
12. Always been a focus.
13. Not improved significantly.
14. Increasingly important and considered in course design, teaching and evaluations.
Negative
In my view, quality in accounting education in my school / department has: 
1. Fallen victim to mass production.
2. Been neglected.
3. Reflects a cost cutting exercise.
4. Been the subject of budgetary constraints.
5. Not clearly mapped or implemented.
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6. Moved to technical training, not critical thinking.
7. Not improved.
8. Has a long way to go.
9. Totally ignored for the past 6–7 years.
10. Been affected by budget constraints.
11. Has not improved.
12. Been ignored.
13. Given lip service. Ignored in favour of publications.
14. Has stagnated.
15. Has been severely challenged. Dumbed-down.
16. Not received the emphasis it deserves.
17. Impacted by resource constraints, overcrowding, etc.
18. Problems due to increasing student numbers and administrative tasks.
19. Been sacrificed at the cost of efficiency.
20. Adversely affected; user pays efficiency concepts.
21. Taken second place to financial constraints.
22. Not been highlighted as important as research in promotion.
23. Been restricted by staff shortfalls.
24. Affected by government funding and lack of appropriately qualified staff.
25. Not received the emphasis it deserves.
26. Compliance within budget constraints and student fee pressure.
27. Been threatened by the quality and skills of students.
28. Been redefined in line with competitive environment imposed by government.
29. Suffered because of offshore programs.
30. Been compliant with form not substance. Student needs ignored. Dollar driven.
31. Been subjugated to efficiency.
32. An exercise in discussion of metaphysical terms with the aim of driving the mangerial-
ist bullshit agenda.
33. Been severely impacted by resource constraints.
34. Been sadly neglected and a focus on research.
35. Relegated to last place.
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